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On July 6, in an atmosphere tense with threats and recriminations, the Nicaraguan National
Assembly approved some of the clauses contained in a bill of military reforms now under debate
in the legislature. Among other things, the approved clauses authorize the military high command
to nominate the chief of the armed forces, limiting the responsibilities of the president to either
a ratification of rejection of the army's nominee. Not surprisingly, opposition politicians charge
that the bill ties the president's hands and thwarts attempts to subordinate the military to civilian
authority. The six clauses approved in early July form part of a 90- article military reform package
submitted to the legislature on May 19 by President Violeta Chamorro.
The proposed reforms which the Chamorro administration drew up together with leaders of the
Popular Sandinista Army (EPS) had been stalled until last May, when Chamorro and the EPS
hammered out an agreement that calls for EPS chief General Humberto Ortega to retire from the
armed forces in February 1995 (see NotiSur 05/07/94). The full 90-article bill calls for sweeping
changes in the military, including redefinition of the armed forces' hierarchy and structure, clear
guidelines and limitations for jurisdiction of military courts, and the creation of a military pensions
institute. This is the first time in Nicaraguan history that the legislature is ruling on the legal statutes
which govern the armed forces.
The debate in the Assembly, however, has been slow and tedious due to the controversy
surrounding the proposed reforms. On July 5, for example, as deputies reviewed the first six
articles in the bill, 1,500 demonstrators marched outside the parliament building to protest what
they claimed would be a continuation of military autonomy. In the end, the National Assembly
approved the clauses under debate by a vote of 49 to 37, with the 39 Sandinista deputies joined
by ten breakaway deputies from the opposition Union Nacional Opositora (UNO). Among the
most important clauses approved were the recommendation to limit the chief of the armed forces
to a five-year term, plus the proposal that the candidate for the chief's position be nominated by
the military council. Under the approved law, the president's powers are to be limited to either
authorizing the nominee's designation, or requesting that the military council appoint another
candidate.
During the debate, opposition congress members unsuccessfully presented a minority bill which
would have given the president greater authority in the naming of the army chief of staff. That
proposal also stipulated that the chief's term be limited to two-years rather than five, and that no
close relative of the president be named to the post. Opposition UNO deputy Alfredo Cesar charged
that the new law upholds the autonomy of the Sandinista Popular Army and leaves it virtually
immune from civilian control. "An autonomous army, separate from the executive and not subject to
the president's authority, is now law," said Cesar, who quipped that the only way it can be changed
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will be during the next legislative term in 1996. "I'm sure that the first point on the next National
Assembly's agenda will be the repeal of the military codes."
Legislative debate will continue over the remaining articles in the reform package when members
of the National Assembly return from a two week recess on August 1. The Assembly leadership
reportedly moved up the recess date to allow time for tempers to cool and prevent a crisis in the
congress.
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